Public speaking a confidence builder
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Taking a course early, and constantly practising can really pay off later in life

CALGARY - The sweaty palms, the nervous crackle of the voice and the sheer paralysis that prevent many of us from getting up in front of large crowds is a major career roadblock that needs to be addressed from a young age to clear the path for success, according to public speaking trainers and their students.

Public speaking courses can boost a person's success in everything from scholastic endeavours to job interviews to landing a promotion, says Jennifer Orr, program co-ordinator for Mount Royal College's speech arts and drama program.

"The confidence that (the students) achieve and the mastery of language and the vocabulary they have from working with all kinds of text is unbelievable," says Orr, adding many of her students go on to take leadership roles in school and in their careers.

A wide range of people take the classes, from elementary children to working professionals, to develop those elusive skills that make the difference between a good presentation and a bad one.

Ryan Warshawski, a University of Calgary pre-med student in biological sciences, says although he complained about taking the program as a child, it was well worth the weekly visits to his instructor.

"I wasn't the hugest fan of my dad for thrusting this upon me in Grade 7, but I'm glad he did," says Ryan of his father, Joe Warshawski.

GREAT IDEAS NOT ENOUGH

In a world in which we are all judged by our appearance and presentation -- fairly or not -- it's a skill that demonstrates how people with great ideas and poor presentation skills are worse off than people with bad ideas and good presentation skills.

"I've learned that if you can present a confident face, people will assume you know what you're talking about, even if you don't," says Ryan.

His father, a prominent Calgary physician, took the same program when he was younger and living in Edmonton. It made such an impact on him, he enrolled all four of his children.

"It's a skill that has served me in great stead," says Joe.

Not only do students gain effective public speaking skills, they develop a keen appreciation for the English language and the many forms of expression within it.

Ryan, meanwhile, attributes the summer job he landed as an interpreter at the Calgary Zoo to the skills he developed in the MRC program. During his interview, he had to give a presentation on hippos and impressed his bosses with his ease of delivery.

"It totally removes the fear of actually getting up there and talking," says Ryan. "It lets you focus on what you have to talk about."

Orr says the program is designed to open people's minds to creative thinking and helps break down barriers that many of us are born with.

"It becomes part of them," says Orr. "It's who they are and they're able to express themselves so well that they easily rise to the forefront in whatever they're doing."

The program typically uses a one-on-one approach to develop fundamental skills.

Students are then encouraged to take part in recitals, music festivals and other public events where they can demonstrate those skills.

Most students remain in the program throughout their secondary school lives, she says.

"You see them getting early admissions to great schools and going on to do some really amazing things," says Orr.

"Because the training is more artistic, they're more flexible to go into any situation and really take command of it."

Ryan admits there are always nerves when getting up in front of any crowd, but says the training gives you the ability to overcome those feelings.

As for the griping he did back in junior high school, Ryan has one piece of advice for parents: "Ignore the whining of your children and tell them they'll thank you in five years. It's one of those things that's actually true."

